Ordinary Superman 

Written by dreamkatcha. Any related videos, as always, can 
be found on my YouTube channel. 

None of this would have been possible without the fantastic 
resources generously provided by immensely talented 
emulator authors, and communities such as Hall of Light, 
Lemon Amiga, Lemon 64, World of Spectrum, Moby Games, 
World of Longplays and Recorded Amiga Games. Thank you 
for your tireless dedication to preserving the history of 

gaming. 


'Superman - The Game' is the second Supesational pixely 
offering starring The Last Son of Krypton, subtitled 'The 
Game' to distinguish it from the seminal Atari 2600 release 
published in 1979. Which is, erm, M//7af exactly? A superhero- 
branded paperweight? 



Six years later, the 2600 had fallen by the wayside. Instead, 
Superman's second playable outing was made available for 
the Atari 400/800/XL/XE, though initially only for its lead 
platform; the Commodore 64. Ports also emerged for the 
Acorn Electron, Amstrad CPC, BBC Micro, Commodore 
16/PIUS/4 and ZX Spectrum. 























An upcoming video game revolving around the unbreakable 
'Man of Steel' represented Big News back in 1985 what with 
the Christopher Reeves movies still topical, albeit wedged 
squarely between the cinematic release of Superman III and 
IV. Naturally then, all major 8-bit gaming publications of the 
era reported the hotly awaited emergence with glee. 9 out of 
10 articles opening with the most predictable, carbon-copy 
cliche you can imagine... 

Software Scoop 

"It's a bird! It's a plane! No, it's 'Superman - The Game'. 
Yup, First Star Software Inc. has just released a new game 
starring none other than that famed flying comic 
character we all love and admire. In this first of the 
'Super Powers' series, our favorite Superperson is up 
against another DC Comics creation - mega-villain 
Darkseid. 
















The game was conceived by designers Fernando Herrera 
and Richard Spitalny in conjunction with DC Comics, and 
was programmed by Herrera and Jim Nangano. Players 
assume the identity of Superman or Darkseid, and can 
play against each other or against the computer. As 
Superman, you dart around Metropolis using your powers 
of flight, strength, and 'superbreath' (yes, breath). 
Darkseid has some super-tricks up his sleeve, too - like 
the powerful Omega beams he shoots out of his eyes! 

The game is $29.95 (Only the Atari and 64/128 versions 
are out now, but an Apple version is planned for later this 
spring.) 

First Star has rights to more tough comic cookies: 

Wonder Woman and the New Gods. Who knows what kind 
of game they'll release next!" 

Family Computing (March 1986) 



Darkseid - 'inter-dimensional Demon God of Evil' to his 
friends - is a villain emanating from the Superman comics, 
debuting in 1970. He has yet to appear in any of the movies, 
although plans were in place for Darkseid to feature as 
Brandon Routh's numero uno nemesis in the sequel to 2006's 
Superman Returns. Filming - due to commence in early 2008, 
again directed by Bryan Singer - never got off the ground 
due to the perceived box office underperformance of its 
forerunner. Pure idiocy since it raked in $400m! 

Promoted through one medium or another since his inception 
in 1938, Superman's appeal has yet to wane, so it hardly 
mattered that the plot of the 1985 game - what little there is 
of it - bears no relation to any particular movie or comic book 
edition. What it aims to encapsulate is Superman as a 
crimefighting, people-saving entity. That was the goal in any 












case. What materialised was never going to set the globe 
spinning in reverse. 

"Superman, which should be available in the autumn, wi 
be as faithful to the comic strip as possible, featuring 
cartoon-style graphics. Clive Bailey of Monolith says, 
'Every stage of the game has to be approved by DC 
Comics in the USA.' 

The game is written using an authoring system much 
faster than conventional methods of programming. The 
games designer, graphics artist and musician can all 
work on the game together. 

The deal means that games based on other characters 
from DC Comics, like Batman and Supergirl, may be 
forthcoming. 

According to Clive Bailey, Monolith hopes to release the 
Spectrum and Commodore versions at the same time. 
The price of the Spectrum version will be around £9.95." 


Sinclair User (July 1985) 



With DC Comics in charge of vetting each and every pixel of 
the game prior to committal, there was certainly the 
potential to produce a show-stopping superhero homage for 
future generations to cherish as a timeless classic. In reality, 
the reception wasn't exactly what you might call out of this 
world. Perhaps DC were fully conversant with what 
constitutes a decent comic book story, yet were clueless 
about game development. They should have consulted any 
eight year old for advice. 

Had First Star's contribution to the revered Superman legacy 
taken off, various associated titles inspired by characters 
from the DC Universe were expected to follow (refer to Home 
Computing Weekly, May 1985). Clearly Supergirl and 
Superdog failed to progress beyond the concept phase, in 
light of our main man's poor performance in the sales charts. 

Superdog (aka Krypto), Supergirl and Wonder Woman did 
leave their stamp on the video game industry, though none 


































devised by New York-based First Star Software, and only as 
supporting cast members. For instance, within Justice League 
Fleroes, DC Universe Online, and the LEGO line of superhero 
titles. 

A lack of promotion from respected critics likely accounts for 
this. Despite attracting a plethora of enthusiastic previews, 
very few magazines were granted the opportunity to assess 
Superman prior to its public unveiling. 

"You've read the comic, you've seen the film, now DON'T 
go out and buy the game. Superman is the latest film tie- 
in fiasco, and Beyond very sensibly refused to send out 
review copies until now; quite a few of you, I would 
guess, have been presented with this clunker at 
Christmas, before having read a decent review." 

Commodore Horizons (March 1986) 

Other critics, buying their own copy side by side in line with 
'the great unwashed', perhaps followed the mantra that if 
you have nothing positive to say, say nothing at all. 



For whatever reason, at least in Camp Spectrum, none of the 
major publications got round to passing an opinion. 
Meanwhile, the Commodore 64 version received scores 
ranging from dire to - bizarrely - above average. 








Commodore Horizons, as already noted, weren't remotely 
impressed, awarding a barrel-scraping 4/10. Elucidating their 
disgust... 

"The game represents a series of battles between Supie 
and sinister Darkseid: you can play either part. The 
battles take place in six maze-like sections of Metropolis, 
and in seven 'combat zones'. So in effect there are eight 
games to play, each of which is more hopeless than the 
last. 

It's really basic stuff; 'avoid the lasers', 'bomb the city', 
'dodge the Kryptonite' and so on. There are various 
objects to find on the maze screen, and complications 
connected with capturing innocent humans, but why 
bother to go on? Graphics and sound are uninspired and 
there's no sense of purpose at all. 


Is it a bird? Is it a plane? No - it's a turkey." 






This, plus my earlier quote, represents their entire review, all 
the words deemed worthy of lavishing upon such a poor 
excuse for a game. 

Brevity, likewise, was the keyword for C&VG, allowing me to 
post their full review in a single breath. They dismissed 
Superman as vapid fare, not fit for purpose, yet somehow 
concluded with a none too shabby 7/10 grade. 

"Is it a bird? Is it a plane? No it's Superman and it's a 
little bit of a disappointment. 

The Man of Steel indulges in a trial of strength with one 
of his worst enemies, Darkseid, an evil tyrant who 
threatens the entire universe. 

The game starts off well with two great digitised pictures 
of Superman and Darkseid. But after that, the graphics 
are not so hot. 

The battle rages across a variety of screens ranging from 
the city streets of Metropolis to Darkseid's subterranean 
lairs. 

Superman must rescue the good citizens of Metropolis as 
they are captured by the supervillain and at the same 
time both use their superpowers to defeat each other. 

Darkseid uses his Omega Beam, a mysterious force 
generated from his eyes, to attack Superman and 
teleport his victims to his lair. Superman counters these 
powers with his strength and ability to fly. 

The game can be played either by two people or one 
player controlling Superman against the computer. 


Victory is achieved by using up all your opponent's 
strength or once all the citizens have been captured or 
rescued, the player with the most wins. 

The best graphics appear on the intermediate screens 
between the six play levels. The 3D effects of the Man of 
Steel flying are quite nice. But the main play screens 
tend to look a little flat." 

C&VG (February 1986) 



Commodore User, in contrast, dedicated a full page of 
coverage to 'The Man of Tomorrow'... and also hated it. Albeit 
more diplomatically, despite their rock-bottom 1/5 
summation. 

"Disappointment has to be the only verdict on Superman. 

According to the game blurb, it is the first of the 'Super 

Power Collection'. We can only hope the sequels will be 













better. It has also been billed as Beyond's premier title of 
1985 which is a shame because the game isn't half as 
good as Quake Minus 1, Nexus, Shadowfire and 
Enigmaforce." 

Commodore User (January 1986) 

This 'disappointment' word (and its brethren) seems to crop 
up repeatedly. Ultimately, Superman's downfall is predicated 
on the realisation that all translations of the same 
mechanical structure are deadly dull, conveying none of the 
high-velocity trepidation of the movies or effortless 
suspension of disbelief engendered by the pulp fiction. 

Only worthy of note is the fact that it's possible to play as the 
superhero or villain (against the computer or a friend); 
something that wasn't a common feature of games back in 
1985. Nevertheless, gameplay is barely altered by switching 
allegiances, so why bother? We see both sprites in either 
scenario anyway. 



Our time is split between the overhead view Metropolis/sewer 
grid systems and the sub-game combat arenas we must earn 
our right to enter by collecting mystical objects (aka 
diamonds). Each of the core stages are split into three 
sectors, which escalate in difficulty as we progress. 




























































As the skill level required rises so too does the requisite 
number of diamonds needed to select a bonus level. Though 
you may find you have to say the secret magic words and 
dance the Macarena on one foot as you pass over them for 
pickup to actually work as intended. It's as if there's a limit to 
the amount it's possible to carry, although this isn't spelt out 
in the manual at any point. I'll leave you to decide if this is a 
bug or a feature. 

Playing as Supes, the goal is to herd vulnerable citizens to 
safety by carrying them off-screen via the arches, or coercing 
them into shuffling in the right general direction with our 
heat vision party trick. 

Top trivia tidbit: this superpower ability was introduced in 
1949 (Superman #59), a spin-off from Kal-EI's already well- 
established x-ray vision technique dating back to 1939 
(Action Comics #11). 



























































Lemming-like citizens march to our tune assuming there are 
no blockages such as rocks or buildings to obstruct their 
journey. In the event of Muppetry, they can be hoisted aloft 
with a double-tap of the fire button... when it works. Mostly 
the command is completely ignored by the obstreperous 
blighter of a game. 



Supe's piercing stare can further be engaged to diminish 
Darkseid's energy, employing switchable deflectors to steer 
radiant tracts towards the desired target. Whilst hovering 
over them, these are flipped by double-tapping the fire 
button until the alignment suits your battle plan. Again, if 
the game responds to our commands. 

The trick is to trap Darkseid between two or more deflectors, 
orchestrating beams to ricochet between them into his guts. 
Even when getting it right, it can take an eternity to defeat 
him. Shooting him directly is possible, though perhaps not as 
effective because... erm, any ideas? Energy seems to 

















































regenerate if you fail to maintain the onslaught, or is that 
just my imagination? 

Heat vision beams are supposed to grow in length and 
strength until pressing fire once again, although in reality, 
this seems to make little difference, at least in the Speccy 
version I tried. Hammer and hope is likely your best bet. 

Darkseid, being an evil cretin, is instead occupied with 
manipulating the downtrodden citizens into his underground 
lair beneath the city hubbub. Rather than carrying people, he 
fe/eporfs them, armed with omega rays in lieu of heat vision. 



In the sub-games, the aim is to dwindle our adversary's 
energy to zero, returning victorious to the next sector. It's not 
clear what this achieves in terms of the overall strategy, 
winning or losing leading back to boring switch-flicking 
regardless. 




These more up close and personal interludes encompass... 

Skyscraper Canyon 

Evade Darkseid's remotely triggered laser beams flying 
through the battle-torn city streets of Metropolis. We win if 
Supes can survive long enough for the time to expire or 
Darkseid's ammo to run out. 

Death From the Sky 

Darkseid soars over Metropolis dropping bombs on the 
unsuspecting population, surely snoring soundly snug in 
their beds. Supes must intercept them to ensure they 
disintegrate before touching down. This can be done by 
bracing as they strike his back, or punching them safely into 
pixely oblivion. Prevent eight bombs from decimating the 
streets below and our mission is a success. 




Superman's Snare 

Darkseid falls for Superman's subterfuge, blithely following 
him into a carefully laid trap. Here we zap him with 
radioactive beams by hitting fire whilst hovering over 
activation devices located on the floor or ceiling. Again eight 
is the decisive number. You can assume that will be the case 
throughout so I don't have to keep repeating myself. 












Fireball 

Darkseid blasts Supes with fireballs launched from his 
cannon. Projectiles must be relayed back into Darkseid's 
artillery with a little help from his Superbreath. 

Kryptonite 

Underground in Darkseid's lair, Supe's arch nemesis pelts 
him with strength-crippling Kryptonite. This can be dodged 
or nuked with heat vision. 
















All shallow diversions that in isolation struggle to hold our 
attention, nonetheless, far more engaging than the Pacman 
style levels that must first be endured in order to be 'treated' 
to the real 'fun'. Just about passable the first time 
encountered, their sheen - if you can call it that - soon 
wearing thin. 

First Star Software, four years on, would revisit the same 
territory, now encompassing 16-bit systems. Developed by 
Tynesoft on this occasion, again with Darkseid on the enemy 
roster, the genre-blending hybrid fared no better in terms of 
critical success, exacerbating the fabled Superman curse 
that supposedly plagues everyone and everything connected 
to the calamitous franchise. 






still, I don't imagine predestiny or shamanism had a lot to do 
with it. One way to test the theory would be to design better 
games, employing talented developers (with sufficient time 
and resources) to vivify them with precision laser-eyes and 
superbreath. A radical approach I know. 

That's not to say Jim Nangano and Fernando Herrera didn't 
design and/or code any respectable games/programs. They 
certainly did, backpedal, backpedal, backpedal. 





Jim coded and designed Spy vs Spy III, devised the original 
concept for Omnicron Conspiracy, and programmed the Atari 
8-bit version of Spy vs Spy. 
























CONSPIRACY 


Conv/ersion:-Julian Hunt 
Graphics:-Melissa Dad^is 
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Whereas Fernando designed/coded Rockford, Astro Chase 
and Bristles, designed Boulder Dash Construction Kit, 
directed Spy vs Spy, and programmed My First Alphabet. 
















So what went wrong with the game that rea//y needed to be 
Super? 

You'll find an audio interview with Fernando online, 
conducted by Kevin Savetz for The Atari 8-Bit Podcast. It's an 
hour and forty three minutes long. Not once is Superman 
mentioned. It's not even listed in Moby Games' database. 
Enough said. 































